language, age, occupation, education, religion, language used during school, residence history, the speaker's parents' place of origin, and parents' native language(s). I realized that if such background information were important for research on a world language like English, how much more important must it be for research on an endangered language like Northern Sierra Miwok? The resulting oral questionnaire is thus inspired from Du Bois' speaker information form, but it is modified and greatly expanded for working with speakers of Northern Sierra Miwok. The format is general and flexible enough, however, that it can be easily customized for working with speakers of any language.
This oral questionnaire will help you obtain critical information about the speaker's sociolinguistic background and history of language use before you begin detailed investigations of the language in question. For example, you will find out what languages the speaker knows or has otherwise been exposed to, the contexts in which the speaker learned and used these languages, and the extent to which the speaker has used these languages. You will gain an insight into the differences perceived by the speaker between his or her language and the languages of nearby communities which the speaker may know. You can obtain a better understanding of the speaker's attitudes about speaking particular languages, and what factors shaped those attitudes. For moribund languages, the questionnaire helps you obtain information about the number of other speakers there may be and their degree of fluency in those languages. Finally, in cases where members of the same family show unexpected differences in the way they speak a given language, this questionnaire will help you discover the reasons for such differences. In one particular family whose members speak Northern Sierra Miwok, I found that the pronominal paradigm for one of the speakers showed unexpected similarities with the pronominal paradigm of Central Sierra Miwok, a closely related language. The similarities stem in good part from the fact that this particular speaker spent a significant amount of his childhood living with his paternal grandmother, who spoke to him in Central Sierra Miwok. His parents did not speak to him in that language. Without this questionnaire, I might not have ever found out these particular but crucial facts about his history of language use.
1.
The Oral Questionnaire
1.1.
Preliminaries: What to say when you first start the recording When you first start the recording, it is a good idea to state the date, the name of the speakers(s) you're interviewing, your name, and the place of the interview. Regarding the place of the interview, include particulars such as the town and state or province in which it is located. State also whether the interview is taking place in the speaker's home, or in a public place such as a park. Mention the name of anyone who is assisting you in the recording process, such as the person attending to the video camera. Are there listeners in attendance? If so, mention this fact, and identify them on the recording if circumstances allow it.
State the number of the tape or disk that you are using for that day's recording session. For example, if you're starting on the first tape of that day's session, say into the tape recorder This is tape number one. Likewise, say This is tape number three if you have already recorded two tapes during that same interviewing session and you are starting on the third tape.
Record the above preliminary information every time you begin a new tape and/or recording session. Doing so will save you from some hassles later on, especially if the tapes or disks are unlabeled and get stacked out of sequence in your equipment bag. If the speaker answers yes, then the following are some suggestions that might help the speaker remember specific blessings or prayers, for either now or in a future recording session:
• 1.4. Questions about the speaker's father Ask the same questions given in section 1.3 ., but for the speaker's father.
Questions about the speaker's grandparents
Ask the same questions given in section 1.3., but for the speaker's grandparents.
1.6. Questions about the speaker's aunts, uncles, and acquaintances of his/her parents' generation Ask the same questions given in section 1.3., but for the speaker's aunts, uncles, and others of the speaker's parents' generation whom the speaker has talked with or listened to.
1.7.
Questions about the speaker's siblings, cousins and acquaintances of his/her generation Ask the same questions given in section 1.3., but for the speaker's siblings, cousins, and friends or acquaintances of the speaker's generation.
Questions about the speaker's spouse(s) and in-laws
Ask the same questions given in section 1.3., but for the speaker's current spouse, former spouse(s) and in-laws, regarding the extent to which the speaker spoke with these people in the languages in question.
1.9. Questions regarding the speaker's perception of and exposure to languages of nearby communities The following are examples of questions I have asked of elders who live in or come from Calaveras County, California, and who speak what they themselves call Calaveras, a dialect of the Northern Sierra Miwok language. The questions and subsequent answers help me understand more about a speaker's particular dialect and idiolect, and whether that speaker perceives this language to be more or less like another, nearby Miwok language or dialect that the speaker has spoken or heard. You can customize these questions in your own interviews to make them more appropriate to the homeland of the speaker you are interviewing.
(48) Is it easier for you to understand people who speak Tuolumne (Central Sierra Miwok), or is it easier for you to understand people from Amador County (who speak a different dialect of Northern Sierra Miwok), especially those from the Ione area?
(49) Does the Calaveras language strike you as being more like the Tuolumne language, more like the Amador language, or equally like both of them?
(50) In general, do you think you spent more time around Tuolumne-speaking people or Amador-speaking people, or not much time with either group, during your life?
(51) Could you do an imitation of someone speaking in Tuolumne and someone speaking in Amador?
(52) Are there other places where you spoke or heard a Miwok language spoken (e.g. at Big Times, in town, at the health clinic, the grocery store, in a bar, etc.)?
(53) Have you ever heard the Mariposa (Southern Sierra Miwok) language, and can you speak it?
(54) Have you ever spoken or heard any other American Indian languages?
1.10. Questions about the speaker's use oflanguage with his or her children, grandchildren, nieces, nephews, and others of their generation (55) Do you or have you spoken to children (your own or others) in Indian?
(56) When your children were young, did you talk to them solely in Indian, or in both Indian and English?
(57) Were there particular contexts in which you would speak only in Indian or only in English with them?
(58) Is there anything you remember about how people used to talk to babies and children in the Indian languages you know?
(59) Did the children you spoke with answer you in Indian, or did they answer in English or Spanish?
The speaker's answers to the questions in (60) - (62) will give you a clearer idea of how to make your future recordings as relevant as possible to languagerevitalization programs that the speaker's community has or wishes to develop.
(60) Would you be interested in making recordings that could be used to help the younger generation learn your language?
(61) Would you like to teach your language to younger members of your community?
(62) What kinds of things would you like to see happen or not happen, in the future, with regard to your native language(s) and the traditional knowledge and history of your community? What role would you like to have in these efforts? For example, would you like to see these languages taught in the schools? Would you like to see bilingual signs (using your language) throughout town? Would you like to help the general public develop a greater awareness of your language, traditions, history, and community (e.g. through adult education classes for the general public or through language tutorials on the world wide web)?
Other suggestions for the list in (62) could of course include a user-friendly dictionary, illustrated books that have bilingual stories with accompanying exercises, or multimedia materials on CD-ROM. Even if the speakers you work with are not interested in having or creating language teaching materials, their future descendants might well be, especially if the language in question is endangered.
2.
Final remarks on using this questionnaire There are several things to keep in mind when using this oral questionnaire: First, it can easily take more than one, two-hour recording session, depending upon how much detail the speaker wishes to give in answering the questions. In my own fieldwork on Northern Sierra Miwok, this questionnaire has taken several recording sessions. Since Northern Sierra Miwok is a dying language, I encouraged the elders to feel free to expand upon any of the topics as they saw fit. I also told them to pass on any topic or question that they did not care to talk about.
Second, you can and should customize the questionnaire to fit the languages and experiences of the speakers you are interviewing. For example, if the speaker you are interviewing never had any formal schooling, you can change most of the questions to focus on any other kind of specialized training or apprenticeship the speaker may have had, and his or her experiences with language use therein. Or, to give another example, if you want to ask the speaker some questions about religion and language use (section 1.2.4.), but there is no direct translation for the English words blessing, pray or prayer in that speaker's language, then simply use terms from languages that the speaker knows and that convey the closest meaning to these words, in the context of the speaker's own culture and experiences. A third example of how you could customize this questionnaire concerns the questions about the speaker's relatives and their language use with the speaker. In some cultures, it is inappropriate to say the names of deceased relatives. (Such was true in traditional Miwok societies, though most of the speakers I interviewed no longer followed that custom.) Simply delete the question that asks for the name of anyone who happens to be deceased, in that case, and use an appropriate kinship term, e.g. maternal grandmother, as a substitute for the name of the speaker's deceased maternal grandmother, when you need to refer to the deceased person. As for the wording of the questions generally, I encourage anyone who uses this questionnaire to put the questions into his or her own words, in whatever way is more comfortable to say.
Finally, as the title of this paper suggests, I recommend using the topics and questions in this oral questionnaire as a starting point in linguistic fieldwork. The questionnaire allows you to gather, in a systematic fashion, the kind of information that will contextualize the rest of the linguistic data that you obtain from the speaker. And, if you work on a language whose most competent speakers are elderly, as is often the case with endangered and moribund languages, you risk losing the opportunity to obtain this crucial information if you wait too long.
